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ABSTRACT

Bet ween 21 May and 4 July 1977, chinook sal non anglers in the upper
Sal mon River drai nage caught an estimated 900 salnon in the nain stem and
an estimated 220 fromthe M ddl e Fork. Check stations operated to nonitor
these fisheries for possible overharvest disclosed fishing success only
hal f that of prior years.

Post season field work showed that nost chi nook spawners remained in
| ower river areas until just prior to spawning tinme and were not in the
areas nornally fished by anglers. This prevented a potential overharvest
on what appeared to be an extrenely vul nerabl e resource.
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RECOMVENDATI ONS

We recommend that this project be viewed as a one-tine procedure to
noni tor the unusual circunstances of 1977 and not be established on an
annual basi s.

| NTRODUCTI ON

As in nost of the Western United States, the sumer of 1977 brought a
drought crisis to Idaho streans and rivers. Chinook sal non migration routes
and spawni ng areas showed sone of the |owest water flows ever recorded or
observed. This situation, coupled with a nbderate count of 43,000 |daho-
bound sal non over |ce Harbor Dam caused concern within the |Idaho Departnent
of Fish and Gane about the inpact of the 1977 upper Sal non River sport fishery
on what appeared to be an extrenely vul nerabl e resource.

To nonitor this fishery and maintain close vigilance over the sport
harvest of chinook sal mon, a check station programwas initiated during the
sumer 1977 sal non fishing season in the upper Sal non River.

OBJECTI VES

To monitor chinook sal mon sport fishery data on a weekly basis by standard-
i zed check station nethods. Managers correlate catch rates and fishing pressure
with dam counts and water conditions to obtain usable and tinmely data.

To help evaluate returns to the creel fromvarious hatcheries by checking
for marked fish in the anglers' bag.

TECHNI QUES USED

Between 21 May and 4 July 1977, we operated three salnmon angler check
stations at mmjor egress points through which a high percentage of Idaho's
Sal nron Ri ver chinook anglers return to their hones.

We collected the followi ng information: dates, number of resident and
nonr esi dent angl ers, days fished, hours fished, adult sal non caught, jack
sal non caught, streamor river section fished. Wen avail able, we inspected
the fish for marks, clipped fins or tags, sex, and neasured their fork |ength
to the nearest inch.

Station personnel inspected the salnon permt card of each angler and
marked the permit with a conductor's punch to the right of each salnon re-
corded on the permt, regardless of when caught.

Each Monday norning, check station operators summari zed the previ ous week's
records and tel ephoned the information to the Sal nmon Subregional Ofice. Regiona
personnel conpiled the data and forwarded it to Boi se Headquarters.



Bi ol ogi cal aides, college students on sumrer enpl oynent, operated the
check stations. They received assistance during periods of heavy traffic
from Conservation Oficers and field staff personnel. Travel trailers were
used as housing. W operated each station from 1200 to 2000 hr, Thursdays
t hrough Mondays, with only one or two minor variations.

Also during the 1977 season, we conducted a roving census of sal non
anglers fishing in areas downriver from and not enconpassed by the check
stations. Angler success and nunbers were assessed on a periodic basis
ti mes of censusing vari ed.

FI NDI NGS

During the 1977 chi nook sal non season, check station operators conducted
2,901 angler interviews. These anglers reported fishing 32,222 hours to catch
331 sal non, an average of 97 hours per fish

Only the main stemof the Salnon River and the Mddle Fork of the Sal non
Ri ver were open to angling for chinook salnmon in 1977. Upper linits open to
sal mon fishing on the nmain stemwere shortened from previous years al so. No
tributary streans other than the Mddle Fork were open to sal non fishing.

O the 331 salnon recorded through the stations and by the roving census,
88 were caught in the Mddle Fork. The remmining 243 were caught in the main
stem Sal non Ri ver

The season set for the 1977 fishery originally ran from5 May to 31 July.
However, because of concern for the vulnerability of the resource due to the
extreme drought conditions, the season was shortened to terminate 5 July.

Sinmilar check station operations were conducted between 1970 and 1974
(Reingold 1976) and data is conparable. During those 5 years, nunbers of
anglers interviewed ranged from 819 to 4,256, dictated primarily by water condi-
tions. This conpares to the 2,901 anglers interviewed in 1977. Al so during
those 5 years, harvest estinmates ranged from 280 to 1,378 for these same river
sections. Hours per fish ranged from27 to 48 hours per fish. This conpares
to 331 sal nmon harvested and 97 hours per fish in 1977 (Table 1).

Tabl e 1. Conparative sal non angl er check station data 1970-1974 and 1977

1970 1971 1972 1973 1974 1977
Angl er s 2,679 955 1, 654 4, 256 819 2,901
Hour s 29, 283 14, 664 24, 884 56, 430 13, 311 32, 222
Fi sh 972 553 687 1,378 280 331
Hour s/ fi sh 30 27 36 41 48 97




Effort during 1977 was very high, due primarily to the expectation of
good fishing because of low, clear water conditions. However, the hours per
fish and total harvest indicate that the fish were not readily avail abl e.
Post - season field work showed that the bulk of the salnmon run was not in the
area during the open season.

The prinme concern of the check station operation; to nonitor the fishery
for possible overharvest, did not materialize during the 6-week open season
Past work with earlier check station data (Reingold 1976) indicated that the
check stations observed a relatively stable percentage of the total chinook
harvest over the 5-year period they operated. This averaged approxi mtely
40% for the Mddle Fork and 27% for the upper Sal non River area. Using these
figures, a rough estimte of total harvest is 220 fish fromthe Mddle Fork
and 900 fish fromthe nmain Salnon River. Confidence limts on these figures
woul d naturally be very wi de. However, all data indicates that anglers did
not harvest an excessive anount of chinook during the 1977 fishing season

DI SCUSSI ON

The drought of 1977 left sal mon spawni ng beds with [ ower flows than any-
one had earlier observed or recorded. Adult chinook were seen in sone of
these spawning streans as early as the third week in May; considerably earlier
than past years' observations. These early sightings led to a prelininary
apprai sal that the fish had arrived on the spawni ng beds earlier than nornma
in extrenely | ow nunbers. Fish could be easily seen in the | ow streans and
consi derabl e concern was denonstrated when I daho Indian tribal menbers com
nmenced spear fishing acitivities.

During early July, Fish and Gane field personnel used scuba and snorke
observai ons to check |l ower river areas for the presence of additional adult
spawners. Through those observations and interviews with float boaters and
anglers on the Mddle Fork and nmain stem of the Sal nobn River, indications
were that no | arge nunbers of chinook sal mon were holding in these | ower
river areas.

Extreme concern for the jeopardy of the resource led to the closure of
the Indian fishery on the tributary streams, which was supported by the
councils of the various tribes invol ved.

As the time approached in md-August when chinook normally begin constru-
cting redds and spawni ng, previously deserted spawni ng beds showed good nunbers
of chi nook sal non spawners. The fish appeared to be in excellent body condi -
tion with few wounds, scars or fungus invasions. Spawni ng occurred al nost
i Mmediately after their arrival and was conpleted by the normal tine. Annua
redds counted disclosed the count to be approxi mately 20% bel ow t he previ ous 5-
year average for the Sal nbn R ver drainage.

Wiere t hese spawners held during the pre-spawning period is a subject of
some conj ecture. The excellent body condition of the fish indicates they were
possi bly in deep, cool waters, perhaps in the extreme | ow Sal non or possibly
in Hells Canyon of the Snake River above the nmouth of the Sal non.



Irregardiess of where they were, it is obvious that these upriver
chinook salmon stocks have an inherent survival behavior to cope with
extreme drought conditions. The summer of 1977 was probably not the first
of its kind in the thousands of years these fish have been returning to

the Salmon River.
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